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2
Young People and Wildfire Disasters

A Capability for Safety?

Ana Sofia Ribeiro

Wildfires have become larger and more frequent in recent times, with devastating
consequences for rural people and ecosystems. The most recent examples of wildfire
magnitude came from Australia and California in 2020, both setting a record for
the worst fire season in their own territories. In Portugal, 15 October 2017 saw two
extreme wildfire events that killed over 115 people in the Central region and led to
several changes in communities, local and national land planning policies and civil
protection and emergency response systems (Freitas and Mendes 2019; Molina-
Terrén et al. 2019; San-Miguel-Ayanz et al. 2018).

The Portuguese Central region is mainly a low-density territory in demographic
terms; most of its population is old, as young people leave for jobs in coastal arcas
or abroad. Nevertheless, there are still young people in these areas, namely those
under 18 who cannot make independent decisions about their own lives regarding
schooling or where to live. Nine of the 115 victims of the 2017 wildfires were under
20 years old (Comissio Técnica Independente et al. 2017, 2018). Moreover, the
wildfires had a direct or indirect impact on the young people who survived and still
live in these areas, affecting their daily routines, destroying the natural environment
where they live, taking the lives of close friends and family and forcing others to re-
locate. Their sense of basic safety has been challenged, as wildfire disasters generally
carry severe impacts for children and young people that affect many aspects of their
wellbeing (Towers, Christianson, and Eriksen 2019).

Taking a capability perspective (Nussbaum 2011; Sen 2001) to analyse the quality
of life of young peopfe, this chapter argues that it is necessary to conceive a safety
capability as a basic capability in analysing lives under disaster situations, which have
become far more common in recent years, as we enter the Anthropocene (Eriksen
and Ballard 2020; Blok and Jensen 2019; Spannring and Hawke 2021). It begins
with an analysis that views relationships between people, land and fire as entangled,
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20 Ana Sofia Ribeiro

contextualizing them within scientific research on the impacts of wildfires on chil-
dren and young people in rural areas. It then proposes a safety capability based on the
contributions of the human security (Gasper 2010) and environmental applications
of the capability approach (Holland 2014). Following this conceptual framework, it
presents empirical data collected through interviews with children and young people
located in one small Portuguese Central village impacted by the 15 October wild-
fire, drawing on their accounts of subjective wellbeing and perceptions of territorial
recovery upon a year after the wildfire event.

YOUNG PEOPLE AND FIRE: TALES OF BELONGING AND TIES

Relations between fire, land and people are deeply rooted, forged by the need to re-
generate a given territory, either through natural cycles or human intervention. Fire is
an ambivalent ecological element that has positive effects, such as stimulating growth,
but can also harm humans and the environment through air and water pollution or
multispecies destruction. In their book Alliances in the Anthropocene, Eriksen and
Ballard (2020, 299) illustrate the complexity of the bonds between plants, fire and
humans through art and narrative interviews with bushfire survivors, telling stories
of taming, respect, fighting, loss, ruin and renovation, in which people tend and
nurture life but have embodied the uncertainty of its permanence. They explain that
‘fire is a central part of ecosystems in the Anthropocene’, a natural element which ex-
ists to combust, clean and regenerate landscapes; hence, fire suppression as a strategy
provokes unbalances, as some trees need fire to reproduce, such as pines (Tsing 2015,
30). However, as much as wildfires are a natural phenomenon, when uncontrolled
they result in disaster because of long-term processes of maldevelopment, such as
unmanaged forest or defective prevention practices. Hence, wildfires can be seen as
disturbance events, ‘a change in environmental conditions that causes a pronounced
change in an ecosystem’ (Tsing 2015, 160). Such changes can be perceived in different
lenses, shaped by the nature of change wildfires provoke (e.g., damage or restoration)
(Tedim and Leone 2020). The Anthropocene is still an unofficial unit of geological
time; its designation is unfortunate in that it reifies masculine dominance and the
view of humans as exceptional and central to the world. Instead, considering climate
change events, feminist scholars prefer to point out that humans should humble down
and enter a dialogical kinship with other species and recognise other sorts of agency
(Frost 2016; Haraway 2015; Taylor 2019). Considering these theoretical perspectives,
taking a capabilities approach to disasters may seem too human centred, but it is that
empirical point of view that is followed here. Disasters are material events with social
consequences for those affected, namely, young people’s capacity to live and project
their lives in the places they inhabit. Wildfires are often caused by human hand, and
hence, are anthropogenic and should be seen as social rather than narural events
(Chmutina and von Meding 2019; Tedim and Leone 2020).

Since fire is a part of human life, forest fires are a reality generally experienced first-
hand in rural areas; they are therefore a unique experience for those living outside ma-
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ior cities. Living in closer contact with nature is generally considered an advantage in
terms of wellbeing (Bratman er al. 2019). However, wildfires are an exception to this
rule: the impacts of major wildfires can be devastating, particularly for children and
young people. A literature review of the topic, in addition to fatalities, injuries and
damage to physical health (particularly thosc associated with smoke and respiratory
diseases), Towers et al. (2019) identified severe impacts on mental health and wellbe-
ing, with several studies pointing to small percentages of children presenting symp-
toms of anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, and such impacts can
be long lasting. In Greece, Papadatou et al. (2012) discovered that these symptoms
increase when associated with loss and damage, such as the death of family members
or pets or farm animals or the destruction of the family home. In a literature review
on the impacts of disasters on children and young people, Peck et al. (2018) also refer
to negative impacts on educational performance caused by absenteeism, relocation or
the consequences of negative emotions and mental health issues.

However, children and young people should not be seen only as vulnerable in
the face of wildfire disasters. In a previous study on children’s drawings associated
with the 2017 wildfire in Central Portugal, Ribeiro and Silva (2019) showed that
the impacts and reactions to a wildfire disaster also vary according to the children’s
experience of the wildfire. They observed that children who had direct contact with
the fire demonstrated more negative emotions, but also a greater willingness to act,
while those who had witnessed the event from afar were more likely to reproduce
media reports and had little awareness of their own role in such a situation. Similarly,
regarding a wildfire in the Wood Buffalo region of Canada (ResiliencebyDesign
Research Innovation Lab 2018), the young people who experienced evacuation and
its aftermath developed resilience to the event by reconnecting with cach other and
taking action to reconstruct and improve their lives in their hometown, demanding,
for instance, that public transport should arrive on time.

Young people in rural areas are generally seen as disadvantaged given that they face
several challenges associated with mobility, educational and leisure opportunities and
work (Butler 2019; Ferreira 2020; Simées, Rocha, and Mateus 2019). This vulner-
ability can be intensified by an extreme weather event such as a wildfire or storm
which destroys already scarce infrastructure and industries. Hence, if the negative
impacts of disasters are greater in territories that are already deprived, young people
should be given the opportunity to restore their affective ties with the land to re-
cover from these losses. This opportunity could take the form of a safety capabilicy,
elaborated in the next section.

SAFETY CAPABILITY: HUMAN SECURITY FROM BELOW

There has been little discussion on the capabilities approach and environmental
protection to date given that the capabilities matrix is intrinsically more concerned
with individual freedoms and intrapersonal comparisons than with collective jus-
tice (Crabtree 2020). According to Sen (2001), a capability is the real freedom an
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individual has to do or be whatever it is they have reason to value, even if they choose
not to exert that freedom. It is a measure used to evaluate the quality of life that en-
larges the informational basis for making such judgments, as it is not only concerned
with opportunities but also with access to such opportunities, which may vary accord-
ing to individual characreristics, institutional factors and environmental settings given
that people have different abilities to convert resources into functionings (Robeyns
2017, 17). Hence, while Sen recognises the environment as a potential constraint on
exerting one’s freedom, his exploration of this conversion factor is limited.

In her version of the capabilities approach as a theory of justice, Nussbaum (2011)
goes further in her concern for the environment by including in her list of 10 basic
capabilities one that addresses ‘other species’: ‘Being able to live with the full range
of creatures and plants that inhabit the world around us. To be able to enjoy nature
and appreciate its beauty’. While such definitions seem more concerned with enjoy-
ment of nature than its protection, in other works Nussbaum has presented a strong
argument for animal welfare that stresses the human duty to care for the wellbeing
of other species (see, for instance, Nussbaum, 2007). Nevertheless, in terms of en-
vironmental protection, Holland’s (2014) work is the most fulsome to date since
it highlights the instrumentality of the environmental balance in the realization of
several capabilities. Drawing on the notion of personal conversion factors, Holland
gives the example of air pollution and how this affects a child’s capability for bodily
integrity (to a different degree if the said child is asthmatic), but also their capability
for play (in the sense that this requires being able to enjoy recreational activities) and
ultimately their capability to develop the senses, imagination and thought through
appropriate education (Holland 2014, 87~89). Holland then states that while several
studies indicate that environmental distress has a severe impact on those who are
already disadvantaged, the environment itself is more than a simple conversion factor
and should be taken as instrumental in the development of all aspects of wellbeing.
Holland also denies that damage to the environment today because of different indi-
vidual values can be compensated for tomorrow by a future generation since

the loss of a tree that is involved in one kind of functioning activity cannor always be
compensated for with the protection or use of a tree that is involved in another func-
tioning activiry. An accurate approach to valuing the environment will therefore require
characterizing the relationship between people and environmental resources in the form

these relationships actually take. (Holland 2014, 95)

However, as much as Holland explores environmental protection and its relation
to wellbeing, disasters and their impacts are not directly addressed in her theorization
of capabilities, particularly in terms of their impact on objective and subjective secu-
rity. Here, Gasper’s (2010) approach to human development in the form of human
security provides further insight. Discounting its anthropocentric focus on the hu-
man condition, the human security approach is concerned with objective threats to
human lives, such as those provoked by terrorism and disasters, but also to the sen-
sitivity to risk that can make individuals feel safe or threatened, regardless of the ob-
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jective conditions that 'p'rovide this sccurir.y. Hen‘ce, there are two dim.ensions to this
concept: one more political, concerned with social structures, normative thresholds,
and limits to security, and the other more human, concerned with embodiment and
associated emotions such as fear, which reminds us of our visceral feelings. Therefore,
the human security concept is holistic in the sense that it extends beyond approaches
to basic needs and rights and prioritises stability while seeking change and improve-
ments to substantial freedoms (with normative limits both below and above).

Based on this concept of human security I would therefore like to propose the
central safety capability as a minimum requirement for wellbeing. Although bodily
integrity and emotions, two of the capabilities referred to in Nussbaum’s list, can
subsume the two dimensions of the human security concept previously detailed,
they do not account for exogenous threats that affect opportunities for human safety,
which can be defined as feeling some measure of predictability and control over
one’s life. For Bondi (2014, 332), ‘a sense of ontological security is a psychological
achievement that enables most people, most of the time, to take for granted—to
crust—that our ordinary, everyday worlds are reliable and dependable’. This idea,
which minimizes the vulnerability inherent to our human condition (Fineman
2008), operates by approximations at different stages of our lives, as the idea of
security is quite embodied and dependent on personal circumstances and resources
(Hopkins et al. 2018).

In the case of children, young people and the environment, the impact of expe-
riencing a disaster at a transitional age can become a critical event that defines one’s
course of life and severely impacts the way in which a young person relates to their
own landscape in terms of emotional relationality and individual valuation. Even
though children and young people have limited agency (and consequently, limited
power to choose) due to their age, recent youth demonstrations for ecological action,
such as Fridays for Future, have shown that it is reasonable to admit that the oppor-
tunity to be safe should also include the ability to fight for one’s future security, in
the light of intergenerational justice (Nissen, Wong, and Carlton 2020; Page 2007).
In a human development framework, the safety capability could be formulated as
‘being able to feel subjective and objective control over one’s environment; being able
to express feelings and establish affective relations with onc’s landscape, including its
non-human inhabitants; being able to actively care for and participate in the protec-
tion of one’s environment’. This definition will be useful in the analysis of young
people’s accounts of wildfire disaster and how this has impacted their relations with
their territory in their everyday lives.

: METHODOLOGY

The case study presented here refers to one municipality impacted by an extreme
wildfire event which took place on 15 October 2017 as part of several firestorms oc-
curring in Central Portugal that year, partially caused by a climatic condition (Storm
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Ophelia), which combined with severe drought and high temperatutes, caused mul-
tiple ignitions to develop quite rapidly in several municipalities in the Central and
Northern regions of the country. An extreme wildfire event can be characterised by
patterns related to the fire itself, such as intensity, velocity and spotting scale, and
by its physical and psychological effects on people and civil protection personnel
(Tedim, Leone, and Mcgee 2019). In all the extreme fire events that developed be-
tween 15 and 22 October in the country, 51 people died and several houses, animals,
industrial systems and small businesses were destroyed (Viegas et al. 2019). The mu-
nicipality in question has around 8,000 inhabitants and was affected by an extreme
wildfire event that started in Lousa on 15 October and ‘developed almost freely to
the north, traveling about 60 km in less than 20 hours, leaving a track of more than
50,000 ha of burned area, mostly shrubland and forest (pine and cucalyptus), and
causing 14 fatalities’ (Ribeiro et al. 2020, 39). Although this municipality had no
casualties, the fire burned abour 4,050 hectares of land, corresponding to almost half
the territory, and destroyed 60 houses.

This case study is based on ethnographical on-site observation involving five in-
terviews with key local actors and 20 interviews with young people, aged between
11 and 25 years old, belonging to local non-governmental organisations and com-
munity associations, such as environmental volunteers and firefighter children and
youth clubs. Focusing on experiences from children who had knowledge about
wildfires was important not only for data quality but also for ethical reasons, as chil-
dren should be asked about topics they feel comfortable with and that are of their
interest (Maglio and Pherali 2020). The interviews with young people occurred in
2019 and 2020, approximately one and a half years after the event. The sample was
gender balanced and approved by the ethics committee of the University of Lisbon
Institute of Social Sciences. Privacy was assured by keeping the identity of the par-
ticipants anonymous and not disclosing the location of the site used in the study.
Formal consent was obtained from parents when required (for participants under 18
years old) and from the young people themselves. Given the sensitivity of the topic
and the possibility that it could trigger traumatic memories, the participants were
informed thar they could refuse to discuss any topic if they did not feel comfortable.
Hence, the participants maintained control over the interview and could choose to
reveal emotions and stories as they felt safe to do so. Nevertheless, my own previ-
ous experience of working with vulnerable young people and other disaster studies
conducted with young populations proved helpful in undertaking the more intense
encounters (Fothergill and Peck 2015; Gibbs, MacDougall, and Harden 2013; Mort,
Rodriguez-Giralt, and Delicado 2020; Ribeiro and Silva 2019). A second phase
of the study included a visual exploration of the territory, in which young people
would send pictures of their everyday life. Unfortunately, this was interrupted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. As only a few participants sent photographs, these will not
be included in the analysis.

The interviews were coded choosing a thematic analysis strategy aided by computer
software, focusing on impacts on wellbeing and subjective perceptions of security.
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LIVING THROUGH THE FIRE:
FIGHTING ASHES AND SMOKE

For many of these youngsters, the 15 October wildfire was the first one they had wit-
nessed. Living in an area prone to wildfire had taught them about the risks through
stories and knowledge transmitted by their parents and via the media. Concerning
her relationship with fire, Teresa, 12 years old, states:

I never really liked fire and burning things . . . from what T see in films, and I know
not all of it is true, and now with things that happened recently, T can understand that
things I see in films are real and can happen. I was so frightened when the fire was near
my house . . . we have forest around my house, I was not there helping to put out the
fire, my parents did not let me, obviously . . . there was a lady that had to move, her
house was totally burned down.

Teresa’s father is a firefighter and was able to protect her. However, because of the
magnitude and speed of the fire, some young people had to fight the fire themselves
to help their families. Rui, 14, tells this story:

I was with my cousin because my brother is a firefighter and was out on duty. We were
coming out of the café heading to our house so that the fire wouldn’t reach it since there
is a gas station nearby. My father could get through by car, but when we started to walk,
we realised that we wouldn’t make it. . . . We tried a different route home, but soon we
were surrounded by fire. We were lucky we found an empry holiday house with a hose;
we could connect it and protect ourselves and the house until we could get out of there.
When we reached our house, everything around was burned. There was a trailer there,
some things had exploded inside. We could put it out because my grandmother, who
lives nearby, keeps water in small tanks.

For many, this was a critical moment that they will not forget. Inés, 11, recalls:

I was with my grandmother, who has a respiratory illness. She lives in a building quite
near a small forest. With some sparks from the fire around us, it all started to burn. And
I was panicking, my grandfather is also ill but was also out helping people with the fire,
and I was alone with my granny and couldn’t do anything. I was crying and asking her
to call my parents!

After the fire, some were angry because they felt they had been left alone, as there
was not enough water (it was a year of severe drought) or firefighters to help them.
Although young people feel that after this experience they would be better prepared
for a similar event, as they would know what it is like, they also think older people
should be helped. Susana, 16 years old, states:

I would be prepared . . . I mean, you can never really be prepared . . . but I was more
afraid before this wildfire, now [ know what it will be like . . . young people can help
older people by trying to remain calm, going to the firefighting centre, distributing
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meals and water. . . . There were some firefighters that were insulted and threatened, it
shouldn’t be like that, everyone must try to help.

When asked about what changed after the fire, one of the first things mentioned
was the landscape. Lufs, 14 years old, noted: “The forest, the trees the green colour.
Before the fire we could sec all the hills, everything was green. Now it looks like hell,
the end of the world’. However, many state that they have not seen much change
in peoples’ behaviour. Alice, 13 years old, lived through both the 2017 wildfire di-
sasters: the one in Pedrogao in June and the one that started on 15 October. She is
quite critical: ‘T think this fire changed a lort for some people, but not for others. |
dont know . . . T think people should be more careful with things. Such as cleaning
the forest and grass. Because now (in 2019), everything is the same or worse’.

FEELING SAFE AFTER DISASTER

Although young people in rural areas miss some of the opportunities of living in a
more urban area, there are some advanrages that they all recognize: space and less
pollution. Teresa, 12 years old, likes living in her small village: ‘I like living where I
am, in a small, quiet village, with nice, kind people. . . . In a city there is much more
confusion, pollution in the air because of the cars. . . . Although I can’t do it, here
I see a lot of people walking, cycling, and rhar is good, getting some air’. Vanda, 18
years old, who commutes to study fashion design in a nearby city, mentions noise
and space when comparing living in the country with the city: It’s different, it’s all
much more . .. narrow. Things are close together here, but you always must walk
at least 10 minutes. There, I take 5 minutes to reach the bus station. I listen to cars
buzzing, angry people. . . . I feel chat things are too close’.

Although some have limited autonomy for exploring their surroundings due to be-
ing too young to drive or not being allowed to walk alone, young people derive peace
and enjoyment from nature. For Vitor, 14, this is the best aspect of living in a rural
arca: ‘Contact with nature . . . we are basically frec . . . there is much less pollution
than in the city . . . here there are basically fields that older people cultivate . . . It's
bad that not many young people live here, but we can have some fun anyway’. The
freedom that Vitor refers to comes from a subjective sense of security, reinforced by
closeness to nature, which inspires feelings of peace and control over the environment.

Filipa, 13 years old, witnessed the two major wildfires of 2017, as she relocated
with her mother that year. For her, the new village feels safe because ‘feeling safe is
being able to do what I want with no interference’. Most of the young interviewees
feel safe in this small village where there are only neighbours and people they know
and the everyday routines are stable. For Ivo, 15 years old, who plans to leave for
a big city, this is one the few good things about living in a small area: ‘Nothing
happens here, so I can go and meet people alone . . . mums do not think of that as
potentially dangerous . . . there are foreign people, bur in general’.
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When asked about places where they feel safest, the young people generally re-
ferred to home and school. Considering places where we could feel safe in the event
of a wildfire, Lufs, 14 years old, declared: T mean, I don’t feel so safe at my place
because some places around did not burn. There are spots up there with many trees
still alive and green . . . at my grandmothers’ house I felt safe because there is not so
much vegetation around . . . and a small backyard’.

Hence, while nature and forests provide recreation and wellbeing, they have an
ambiguous status regarding disaster situations, as being in a house farther away from
the forest was indicated as a safe option. It is worth noticing that although the ex-
treme wildfire disaster was disturbing, they continue to feel safe in this small village.
Inés, 11, puts it into perspective, saying ‘I feel safe here because there have never
been things so terrible as the hurricanes in America, despite the bad things that did
happen’ (referring to the 15 October wildfire and Storm Leslie, which occurred a
year later, destroying roofs, equipment, crops and trees).

DISCUSSION

As can be understood from the narratives of the children and young people, the
wildfire disaster of 2017 was a milestone, signalling a transition between living in
a peaceful idyllic setting to one that could turn into a threat in just a few hours. It
may in some cases be fair to say that this event also marked a transition from being
protected to protecting oneself and others, yet another transition at an age that is
already identified with this. For many, the only previous contact they had had with
disasters was mediated through television and fiction, which is particularly visible
in the accounts of younger children. Some youngsters faced the wildfire themselves
not because they were officially allowed but because circumstances demanded that
they had to do so. Here, there were no significant gender differences, as both boys
and girls reported narratives of self-defence. On hearing about this adventure from
classmates and friends, others regrec they were not given the same opportunity to
prove their resilience, even though they were afraid. Some children were also in
danger not because they were close to the fire but because they had been lefr with
older people who were not entirely physically fit. In fact, in rural areas, young people
and the elderly generally spend a lot of time together because they do not work. In
disaster situations, they can be put under the same roof for protection, as they are
usually considered vulnerable. While this is generally seen as a protective measure in
disaster siruations, if a wildfire reaches a house or shelter, it is the young people who
are physically the firtest to deal with it. Hence, teaching some sclf-protection mea-
sures to help them c8pe with similar situations would be very beneficial and would
enhance the self-preservation aspect of their safety capability.

The wildfire also affected their relationship with the territory, visible for instance in
their ties to the land. Almost all young people appreciate time spent in nature, enjoy-
ing the greenery, silence, and fresh air, which they recognise has a positive impact on
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their wellbeing. This was partially destroyed by the wildfire disaster, both during the
event and in the aftermath, due to toxic smoke and in the medium to long term, the
time needed for forests to regenerate. However, even though nature and its benefits
were curtailed, young people still retain a basic sense of security in their home ter-
ritory due to the preservation of their freedom and silence; although disasters now
seem more frequent, ‘they are not like the hurricanes in America’ and the countryside
remains a peaceful place. Hence, their ability to establish affective relations with
their landscape remained stable. However, many expressed a concern to protect the
environment in their daily lives and see a link between people caring for the land by
clearing and pruning vegetation and major wildfires, perhaps sparked by the mass
public awareness campaign for clearing land launched by the Portuguese government.

Analysing the former interviews in light of a capability for safety requires to re-
call its threefold dimension: the autonomy dimension, defined as being able to feel
subjective and objective control over one’s environment; the emotional dimension,
defined as being able to express feelings and establish affective relations with one’s
landscape, including its non-human inhabitants; and finally, its civic dimension,
defined as being able to actively care for and participate in the protection of one’s
environment. From the point of view of autonomy and objective control over one’s
surroundings considering these wildfire disasters, such control was unattainable or
limited, at best, for children and young pcople. Their families, standing as their
primary reference for material and emotional security, were also caught unprepared
and vulnerable, forcing some young people in some cases to act on their own protec-
tion and that of their families, by fighting the fire directly as adults. Considering the
emotional dimension, it comes as no surprise that witnessing a disaster of such mag-
nitude can trigger embodied memories and feelings of fear, anger, doubt and sadness.
Some of the children and young people interviewed revealed having been impacted
in the following days by some of these emotions, although they were readily sup-
ported by their parents and by local firefighters who worked in the young firefighters’
club. Even a year and a half after the event, some youngsters revealed fear of being
close to forest areas, for they are more prone to burn. Others expressed strong anger
towards adults who were not mindful of their risk behaviors or who did not seem to
care about nature. However, positive feelings towards their home village remained
intact, as is visible in their accounts about feeling safe and secure due to the quiet and
open spaces. Such positive feelings are also at the root of their critical views towards
adults and their apparent lack for concern for environmental protection. Nature is
perhaps the single aspect they value as more positive when comparing themselves
with city-living peers. In that sense, this wildfire disaster, as the first one, could con-
stitute an opportunity to fulfil the civic dimension of safety, by allowing children and
young people to have a say and participate in their communities, promoting their
safety and protecting the environment. They see themselves as capable and more
aware after this first disaster and even point to some constructive and safe forms of
how to participate, such as preparing meals. It is then necessary to provide in their
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own spaces, such as schools and other community institutions, the necessary op-
portunities for them to be heard and included in local disaster risk reduction plans.

CONCLUSION

A capability for safety can be a conceptual tool useful to analyse these young people’s
experiences with disasters and consider whether their needs are being met in relation
to their security. More than a material resource, environment is indeed a conversion
factor for this capability, as well as others, and disasters, as manifestations of unbal-
anced nature under insufficient care, are serious disruptive events that call for social
responsabilisation and action.

Taking disasters as social rather than natural events does not mean to look for
great narratives that reinforce the control of humans over nature in the unintended
consequences of his actions, but rather to consider what is there to do to protect
young people who did not have a say in such matters and that should be given the
opportunity to be safe, as capable agents. As Tsing (2015) states, narratives of mod-
ernist progress privilege a future that often impedes us to notice the present time.
But if the future is no longer ours, young people’s present should be granted with
care, considering intergenerational justice that Fridays for Future and other move-
ments seck to demand. Cerrtainly, young people’s agency is ecologically and social
embodied and embedded (Spannring and Hawke 2021), and the recognition of the
environment as a meta capability supports that relationality.

Finally, the issues of visibility and special justice must also be considered when
evaluating the opportunities for safety of young people that live in rural arcas, While
these young people are more exposed to the consequences of extreme weather events,
the great climate strikes and demonstrations do not take place in villages, so how
can young people in rural areas express their concerns about the protection and care
of their own land? After the 2017 wildfire, a group of children aged between 5 and
14 sought to sue 47 European countries for damages related to these disasters. They
argue that lack of attention to climate change is threatening their right to life' and
demand that countries commit to lowering greenhouse gas emissions by 65% by
2030. The case has already been accepted by the European Court; maybe it can pave
the way for a future that ensures human security.
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Confident, Creative and
Enterprising Young People?

The School Strike for Climate and Lessons
for Australian Education

Meave Noonan and James Goring

In contemporary Australia, and in many of the other ‘over-developed’ economies of
the EU/OECD, discourses of young people’s enterprise and innovation provide a
counter-narrative to the prevailing material and symbolic consequences of industrial
decline, job losses, digital disruption and environmental crisis. The discussion that
we develop in this chapter emerges from two genealogical PhD research projects that
consider the ways in which young people, the futures they face and the skills they
need, are conceived in Australian education, training and labour market discourses.
We describe the kind of young person that is imagined in key documents such as the
Alice Springs (Mparnrwe) (Council of Australian Governments Education Council
2019) and Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (Min-
isterial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 2008) and
the Foundation for Young Australians’ New Wark Order series (2015-2020), as being
best equipped to deal with the present and possible future disruptions of human and
environmental systems. These documents produce a dominant narrative that young
people should become ‘confident’, ‘creative’ and ‘enterprising’ (among a range of
other skills and dispositions) to navigate these challenges and changes.

Throughout this chapter, however, we highlight some of the limits of governing
young people as needing to develop forms of confidence, creativity and enterprise
conceived through neoliberal market logics which seck to produce individualised
forms of responsibilicy and action. We describe some of the key moments in the
emergence of the School Strike for Climate (SS4C), including reactions to the
movement by politicians and media personalities, to illustrate tensions in policy
aimed at young people and their skills. We argue that the collective actions of the
young people involved in the SS4C demonstrate forms of confidence, creativity and
enterprise which ‘dissent’ from these dominant enterprise discourses and present
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